University of Dayton

eCommons
Graduate Theses and Dissertations

Theses and Dissertations

1996

A comparative study of eighth-graders and ninth-graders taking
the Ohio ninth-grade proficiency test for the first time
Diane R. Holland
University of Dayton

Follow this and additional works at: https://ecommons.udayton.edu/graduate_theses

Recommended Citation
Holland, Diane R., "A comparative study of eighth-graders and ninth-graders taking the Ohio ninth-grade
proficiency test for the first time" (1996). Graduate Theses and Dissertations. 3350.
https://ecommons.udayton.edu/graduate_theses/3350

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Theses and Dissertations at eCommons. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Graduate Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of eCommons. For
more information, please contact mschlangen1@udayton.edu, ecommons@udayton.edu.

A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF EIGHTH-GRADERS AND NINTHGRADERS TAKING THE OHIO NINTH-GRADE PROFICIENCY TEST
FOR THE FIRST TIME

MASTER’S PROJECT

Submitted to the School of Education,
University of Dayton, in Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirement for the Degree
Master of Science in Education

by
Diane R. Holland and Karen K. Ras

School of Education
UNIVERSITY OF DAYTON
Dayton, Ohio
July 1996

APPROVED BY:

Official Advisor

TABLE OF CONTENTS

C h a p te r I

Page

I n tro d u c tio n ..........................................................................

1

C h a p te r II
L ite ra tu re Review ....................................................................11
C h a p te r III
M e th o d o lo g y .......................................................................... 26
C h a p te r IV
P re s e n ta tio n a n d A n aly sis o f D a ta ............................ 3 0
C h a p te r V
S u m m a ry , C o n c lu sio n s, R e c o m m e n d a tio n s. . . .

41

B ib lio g rap h y ........................................................................... 4 6

iv

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

In the Fall of 1990, all ninth-grade public school students in
the State of Ohio were required to take proficiency tests in the
following four areas: reading, writing, mathematics, and
citizenship. Beginning with the class of 1994, students must
successfully pass all four parts of this exam to earn a public high
school diploma in Ohio. In 1994, school districts were given the
option of administering the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test to
eighth-grade students. The areas tested examine basic skills and
knowledge learned in elementary and middle level educational
units. It is at these levels that “all students pursue a common,
comprehensive academically oriented core curriculum...” (Kanthak,
1996, p.31).
1
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If the philosophy of public schooling is to educate as many people
as possible, reaching benefit maximization, then it is to the benefit
of all to test for this exit exam as early as possible.
Problem Statement
Basic skills are seldom targeted to be taught in regular high
school courses of study. Traditionally, high school educators do
not bolster achievement of basic skills, instead they focus on the
diversification of course content. Attitudes toward learning and
self-esteem have been acquired by students by the time they
enter high school. The development of self-concepts and
improvement of positive attitudes are conducive to middle level
students becoming proficient at basic skills. Achievement of basic
skills at the middle level is generally accomplished through a core
curriculum that fosters understanding in skills of reading, writing,
speaking, listening, thinking critically, and calculating, (p.31)
These are the skills that are necessary to achieve in order to pass
the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test.
Need for the Study
There have been a number of studies which examined
competency testing at various grade levels, exit exams of states
other than Ohio, and studies which scrutinize the Ohio Ninth-Grade
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Proficiency Test and intervention strategies. However, there is a
limited body of empirical literature which addresses eighthgraders taking the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test. Published
test outcomes have resulted in a need for additional research to
satisfy the public’s right to know. The media have been more
concerned about comparison and ranking of schools than whether
students have learned basic skills. Therefore, these questions
emanate:
(1.) Is there a significant increase in the number of students
who pass the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test, the first
time taken, when the test is administered at the eighthgrade level instead of the ninth-grade level?
(2.) Should the proficiency test be given earlier than the
ninth-grade?
(3.) Which test field keeps students from passing the
proficiency test on the initial attempt?
(4). Does the attitude toward learning basic skills
become a hindrance?
Review of the Literature
Educational reform appears to be in the middle of another
cycle. The present controversy may be called: proficiency testing,
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achievement testing, or competency testing. The studies dealing
with this recent controversy began with a history lesson
concerning the cyclical evolution of educational standards. A
review of the past covered the histories of minimum competency
testing (McCarthy, 1983), traditional promotion and retention
studies (Singer & Balow, 1987; Serow, 1983), an earlier movement
toward diploma testing (Serow, 1983), the National Defense
Education Act (Birkmire, 1993), and ends with the passage of
Substitute House Bill 231 on July, 1987. (Robinson & Wronkovich,
1991)
The uniqueness of this study is that eighth-graders taking
the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test is a modification of the
original policy. The Ohio Department of Education (1995b)
addresses this up-date. Since this is a recent decision, there are
few studies concerning this aspect. Newman, Al-Rubaiy, BrownWright, Al-Rubaiy, and Goggins (1995) noted that even though
there have been controversies concerning the issues of testing,
there is little empirical research related to the Ohio Ninth-Grade
Proficiency Test.
The majority of relevant research centered around
minimum levels of basic skills, results of competency testing, and
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intervention to deal with deficiencies. Many states test for
minimum competency levels. Studies compiled in New York,
California, Texas, and North Carolina have been assessed by
various researchers. (McCarthy, 1983; Smith, Stuck, & Johnston,
1982) Even though competency testing in Ohio is relatively new,
there are studies for perusal. Halasa (1991) addressed Ohio’s
Educational Reform Bill and school’s accountability. Studies such
as Lanese (1992), Wolf and Bair(1991), and Wronkovich, Newman,
and Robinson (1993) offered pertinent information concerning
competency testing in Ohio and applied the results to the
preparation and intervention for taking the Ohio Ninth-Grade
Proficiency Test. The researchers of several studies (Bostic, 1987;
Serow, 1983; Smith, Stuck & Johnston, 1982) concluded that earlier
intervention will not only remediate basic skills but will also aid
self-concepts.
Basic skill deficiencies, test failures, attitudes toward school
and learning, and self-concepts are issues of relevance in
numerous articles concerning Ohio’s Proficiency Test. Harp’s
(1994) article concerning curriculum quoted Gregory J. Cizek, an
assistant professor at the University of Toledo: “If the test reveals
deficiencies it shows that something is going on that is not
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allowing students to learn that material” (p.10). Robinson and
Wronkovich (1993) discussed what happens when deficiencies are
revealed at the high school level. The study conducted by Ohio
educators Wronkovich, Newman, and Robinson (1993), dealing
with identifying at-risk students and providing intervention at an
earlier age to avoid first time failure on proficiency exams, brinks
on the purpose of this study. Wolf and Bair (1991) acknowledged
that identification of at-risk students “could lead to logistical
problems and additional time taken away from instruction and
instead applied to intervention” (p.27).
In an early study concerning Ohio’s exit exam, Lanese
(1992) concluded that the results of the Ohio Ninth-Grade
Proficiency Test represented a valid measure of the competencies
of the students studied. When educators in Ohio recently looked
at the results of elementary students’ competency tests, they saw
early warning signs that many students will have difficulty
passing the ninth-grade proficiency test if remediation is not
given. (Fisher, 1996) The concluding significance of the tests’
results were less apparent when researchers pondered the final
statements of Ohio educators Wolf and Bair (1991): “Furthermore,
the potential exists that a student might pass the competency
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tests but not the proficiency tests, or vice-versa. Thus, a student
will be designated as competent but not proficient, or proficient
but not competent” (p.27).
Qbiective/Purpose
The purpose of this study was to determine if eighthgraders, at initial testing, had a greater rate of success at passing
all four parts of the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test than do
ninth-graders at initial testing. The dependent variable in this
study was the grade level of the students. The Ohio Ninth-Grade
Proficiency Test was the independent variable.
Assumptions:
• All students were willing to learn and were making a
legitimate endeavor to do so.
• All students were taking testing seriously.
• All students were making a concerted effort to pass each
part of the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test.
Limitations:
• There was a lack of literary review concerning eighthgrade students taking the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test.
• The size of the sample collected was limited.
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Hypothesis
The success rate among eighth-graders passing all four parts
of the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test, taken for the first time,
will be significantly higher than that of ninth-graders taking the
Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test for the first time.
Procedures
• Population and sample:
The population under study were students who had taken
the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test for the first time. The two
groups that were compared are: eighth-graders from contiquous
county school districts of west central Ohio and ninth-graders
from the same schools. This population of students came from
similar socioeconomic circumstances. The number of
instructors, students per grade level, and the size of the
communities that support these two schools were comparable.
Both schools had been accredited by North Central Association
which indicated that the core curriculum would also be
comparable.
• Design and instrumentation:
The use of an ex post facto design was employed to
investigate the results of this study. Implementing this type of
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research analysis took into consideration that the population used
had for some reason become a unit. The groups to select students
from were predetermined by the level of education to which the
individual student had progressed. The data source was
obtainable from the individual school districts. The number of
those who passed/failed in the eighth-grade were compared with
the number who passed/failed in the ninth-grade. The results of
this investigation should indicate that there was an advantage to
taking this battery of exit exams at an earlier point in a student’s
educational career.
• Time factor:
Results of the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test for school
years 1993-1994 and 1994-1995 were used.
• Data analysis:
Principle characteristics of the ex post facto design
generally calls for correlations to be made and is comparative by
nature. The researchers studied the effects of the dependent
variable and examined the data by going back through time,
seeking causes and relationships. By group comparison analysis,
the per-cent of students who passed all four parts of the Ohio
Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test as eighth-graders were compared
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to th e p e r-c e n t o f n in th -g ra d e stu d e n ts w h o p assed o n initial
testing.
•

G eneral considerations:
T his w o rk co uld be rep licated o r en larg ed u p o n to include all

school d istric ts in th e sta te o f Ohio. M ore stu d y could be d o n e o n
early id en tificatio n o f stu d e n ts w ho fail to achieve m inim um
com petency.
Possible re su lts
T his s tu d y m ig h t be used to p ro m o te b e tte r in terv en tio n o r
rem e d iatio n program s.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
The scope of the literature review begins with addressing
the standards for learner achievement and the assessment of that
achievement. Ohio Standards affirm that all children need certain
knowledge and skills in order to succeed in adult life, college, and
in the work world. (Ohio Department of Education, 1995a)
Academic knowledge and basic skills are called competencies. The
measurement, assessment, and validation of these competencies
are ascertained with testing. Minimum competency testing is “a
sequence of examination, remediation, and re-examination that is
loosely based on theories of mastery learning and criterion
referenced testing” (Serow, 1983, p.93). The proponents of
competency testing, contend that the intent is to attain an ideal or
standard. (Singer & Balow, 1987)
In this study, proficiency testing will be used synonymously
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with competency testing unless it is specified as a particular test.
In the state of Ohio students must pass the Ohio Ninth-Grade
Proficiency Tests as one of the requirements for a high school
diploma. This is an example of an exit exam. Currently, there are
twenty states that require high school students to pass a
minimum competency or proficiency test to graduate. (Digest of
Educational Statistics, 1995) The fundamental assumption is that
a body of basic skills, reading and computation, can be mastered
by all students before high school graduation. (Serow, 1983)
Ohio’s schools use proficiency tests at intermediate grades to
identify students at-risk of not performing satisfactorily relative
to the proficiency outcomes. (Ohio Department of Education,
1995b) Once students have been identified, essential intervention
can occur. The primary goal of this investigation is to identify the
level of literacy and basic competency necessary to pass the Ohio
Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test.
History
Testing for mastery of skills and student achievement is a
scholastic procedure that has had a long history. For more than a
century, promotions and graduation were determined by a
student’s performance on a year-end examination, a policy
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inherited from the selective educational systems of Western
Europe. (Serow, 1983) The New York Regents Exams have been
administered since 1865 for the intent of assessing student
competence in certain disciplines of study. (McCarthy, 1983) Pupil
progression tests were eventually replaced by more flexible
approaches: subject mastery, effort, attendance, overall success in
adjusting to school life. By the late 1920s, accumulation of a
prescribed number of course credits in major fields had come to
be the nearly universal criterion for high school graduation in the
United States. The movement back toward diploma testing began
in the 1960s, because of community concerns about student
achievement and development of basic skills.
In the 1970s, tax-payers, who were already suffering from
the effects of inflation in the country’s economy and had to pay
for the increased high school enrollment, wanted evidence that
the schools were accountable for achievement, particularly for
development of basic skills. (Singer & Balow, 1987) State
legislators, persuaded to adopt minimal competency laws in basic
skills, approved litigation that led to the testing of competencies.
In 1972, Oregon became the first state to adopt this policy.
(Serow, 1983) By 1978, minimum competency testing legislation
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had been implemented in thirty-three states. (Smith, Stuck, &
Johnston, 1982) In the early 1980s, educational mediocrity
became the nation’s number one dilemma. The National
Commission on Excellence in Education authored a report, “A
Nation at Risk,” that investigated the declining state of the
educational system in America. (Gardner, 1983) The report
recommended improvement through such means as academic
achievement, back-to-basics, and competency based education.
The emphasis on basic skills and knowledge and on stricter
accountability measures promulgated minimum competency
testing.
Competency testing continues to be a topic of controversy in
educational reform. Proponents assert that competency testing
can serve as a valuable tool in the identification of students who
have not attained the basic skills. (Bostic, 1987) In a North
Carolina study that identified students who were likely to fail the
state’s competency test, the researchers (Smith, Stuck, and
Johnston, 1982) concluded that competency testing could be
potentially helpful in confronting problems in education such as:
helping the student to develop the basic skills of reading and
math and enhancing the student’s self-esteem and school-related
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attitudes, since the student may avoid the embarrassing stigma of
failure on the competency test. These researchers reasoned that
putting time and money on helping students acquire basic
knowledge and skills to become competent is better spent than
waiting until after the failure has occurred. Opponents of
competency testing concluded that testing programs are not
responsible for improved performance in basic skills. They
argued that there is teaching to the test. They admitted, however,
that remediation is somewhat effective, but rationalized that
failers typically drop out of school. (Serow, 1983) Ohio educators,
Wolf and Bair (1991), concluded that “any student can possess
minimum basic skills, be rated as competent, but still fail the
proficiency test, and, any student can pass the proficiency test,
but still lack minimum basic skills” (p.27).
Testing in Ohio
Substitute House Bill 231, passed in July of 1987, provided
for the establishment of a statewide high school proficiency
testing program for Ohio high school students that took effect in
November of 1990. (Ohio Department of Education, 1995b) Since
that time, additional legislation has been enacted to modify and
expand this testing program to include additional proficiency
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testing at grades four, six, and twelve, and, to allow eighthgraders to take the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test. (Baldwin’s,
1993) All of the tests are based upon learning outcomes adopted
by the State Board of Education. (Ohio Department of Education,
1995b) These learning outcomes specify the knowledge and skills
that each student is expected to have encountered. By beginning
testing in grade four, the state assists local districts in identifying
any students at risk of not performing satisfactorily. Once
students have been identified, essential intervention can occur.
Proponents of statewide testing programs assert that tying
remediation to proficiency testing validates and facilitates the
program.
Various issues of the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test
have created controversies since its inception in 1987. One of the
earliest studies, published in April 1992, dealt with Cleveland City
Schools’ ninth-graders. The purpose of the Lanese (1992) study
was to explore correlations of the performance of students on the
state ninth-grade proficiency test with other measures of
achievement in the areas of reading and mathematics. The author
of the study concluded that “the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test
did represent a valid measure of ninth grade competencies of
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students” (p.8). The issues of curriculum reform and
accountability were studied by Halasa (1991). The researcher
noted that “Ohio test scores generated by the State mandates have
begun to function as one of the most powerful controls on the
character of Ohio education practice” (p.4). The researcher noted
that the tests were forcing decisions about district curriculum.
State policy-makers perceive the tests as tools to improve
curriculum and instruction. “If the emphasis on passing the test
leads to reallocations of time to basic skills instruction and
remediation of such magnitude that other important subjects such
as science, social studies, art, and music lose their places in the
curriculum, then there is clearly a problem” (p.l 1).
Among other issues concerning the Ohio Ninth-Grade
Proficiency Test mentioned in the research literature were test
security, location of testing site, and the time for testing. Ohio
educators, Robinson and Wronkovich (1991), suggested that the
Ohio State Legislature and the State Board of Education might “re
examine the purposes of the varied testing programs to find a
way to make the process leaner while maintaining the desired
data collection” (p .l4). Robinson and Wronkovich discussed the
number of instructional days affected by testing: “It will take the
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successful student up to ten hours of testing time to complete the
proficiency exam, four hours to take the competency exams, and
up to eight hours to complete a typical ability/achievement
battery” (p.14). With science being added to the battery of tests
in 1996, the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test could take up to
twevle and one-half hours, or more, to complete. The study’s
researchers concluded that there is a limit to which information
gathered becomes useful in affecting the education of children.
Strategies for Passing
An intervention plan is a requisite part of the Ohio
competency testing program. How the intervention or
remediation is to take place requires innovative thinking.
(Robinson & Wronkovich, 1993) Intervention programs can
appear in many forms: practice tests, pre-testing, remediation
before and after testing. Robinson and Wronkovich’s multi-grade
approach assumed that “all students need to receive some basic
preparation for the test” (p.30). Remediation before the testing
has been very important and has had a great impact on students
understanding the significance of the proficiency test, (p.30)
Practice tests and pre-testing are often used to identify the
students who are at-risk to fail at test taking. The procedure of
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practice tests, which is designed to help alleviate some of the testday anxiety, “also gives an idea of just how ready they are for the
test and may even cause some students to spend a little more
effort in preparation” (p.31). The validity of practice tests and
how they reflect minimum levels of competency had been a topics
of interest to educators. One Ohio proficiency study involved “a
comparison between the Ohio Department of Education
requirements for minimum levels of mathematics instructions as
reflected in the practice test, and what teachers perceive to be
appropriate levels of instruction for their students” (Newman, AlRubaiy, Brown-Wright, Al-Rubaiy, & Goggins, 1995, p.2). In a
similar study, Birkmire (1993) found that educators believe that
students can achieve minimum competency before graduation.
However, in both studies, the assessment of minimum competency
was under question in terms of whether the proficiency test was
the most appropriate estimate of minimum competencies.
“The decision to provide formal intervention should be
based on the student’s competency scores, subject grades, school
history, and individual needs” (Wolf & Bair, 1991, p.25). Some
intervention strategies teach students how to take tests.
(Robinson & Wronkovich, 1991) The development of other
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intervention programs has provided help for students who do not
pass the proficiency test or score at competent levels. The focus
of this kind of intervention program has been to insure student
success on the retest. (Wolf & Bair) The intervention plan devised
by an Ohio school district implemented a process that included a
review team and set procedures for documentation. The authors
of the study, Wolf and Bair, encouraged the use of this plan for
intervention of students who do not pass the Ohio Ninth-Grade
Proficiency Test. It was noted by the authors, however, that this
intervention plan takes away additional time from regular
instruction.
The research associated with intervention programs
suggested that there is a need to identify at-risk students. (Bostic,
1987; Robinson & Wronkovich, 1993; Smith, Stuck, & Johnston,
1982) With early identification, educators have time to utilize
programs that may prevent the predicted failure. (Bostic; Smith,
Stuck, & Johnston) Identifying basic skill deficiency at the
eleventh grade comes rather late in the student’s educational
career. (Bostic) Intervention before the ninth-grade is desirable.
(Robinson & Wronkovich) Ohio educators, Wronkovich, Newman,
and Robinson (1993), advocated using standardized tests at grades
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six and eight to identify at-risk students. The Ohio testing
program calls for proficiency testing beginning at grade four so
that the state might “assist local districts in identifying students at
risk of not performing satisfactorily” (Ohio Department of
Education, 1995b, p.2).
The importance of identifying at-risk students at an early
age has been the key to a successful proficiency testing program.
The Wronkovich, Newman, and Robinson (1993) study promoted
the development of an identification strategy instead of
intervention strategy: i. e. pre-test intervention of at-risk
students. “By its very nature, intervention often implies post-test
procedures to deal with student failure” (p.2). A remedial
program can take place “at an earlier age to possibly avoid first
time failure on proficiency exams” (p.3). After being identified as
at-risk, students are given “special intervention throughout the
year in eighth-grade to assist in skill development” (p.5).
Intervention at the eighth-grade showed some measurable
benefits: “Early, effective intervention which stresses positive
learning and reinforcement may encourage, not discourage
students” (p.6). The results of Bostic’s (1985) study to identify atrisk students indicated that the Texas Educational Assessment of
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Minimum Skills (TEAMS) scores for language and for math could
be reliably predicted as early as at the end of the student’s
eighth-grade year, (p.17) Middle level programs regularly have
offered a common, comprehensive, academically oriented core
curriculum and more often have promoted recognition for
academic achievement. (Kanthak, 1996) Bolstering basic skills,
the primary target of current reforms, is seldom directly
addressed in regular high school courses. (Singer & Balow, 1987)
The issue may not be how many courses students take, but what
kinds of courses they need to master basic competencies, (p.25)
At what point do the state’s schools “equip students with the
knowledge needed to pass the test and receive a diploma” (Harp,
1994, p .l) ?
Early intervention may not only “help students develop the
basic math and language skills in which they are deficient, but
may also prevent damage to those students’ self-esteem and
school related attitudes” (Smith, Stuck, & Johnston, 1982, p.26).
There have been various studies on the self-concepts of students
and test-taking. A study concerning early identification of at-risk
students in Texas suggested that “short, intensive remediation
directed to the improvement of students’ attitudes about
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themselves and test-taking may be particularly effective” (Bostic,
1987, p.19). In a North Carolina study concerning self-esteem and
academics, the researchers found that the academically at-risk
students who failed the competency test were lower in self
esteem than at-risk students who passed the competency test.
(Smith, Stuck, & Johnston, 1982) Dealing with students who have
poor attitudes toward school has been a common problem. There
are many students who do not feel inclined to prepare for high
school proficiency tests. (Robinson & Wronkovich, 1993) In a
study on the effects of testing on student self-concept, researchers
in Georgia found a measurable relationship between failure on the
exam and self-concept. (Jonas & Hayes-Wallace, 1986) While the
one-year study was inconclusive regarding long term effects, it
was determined that students who consistently fail to meet
minimum competency standards will experience a drop in selfconcept. A Texas study revealed that repeated failures lowers the
self-esteem of the at-risk student. (Bostic, 1987, p. 18) “A student
identified as at-risk to fail, and therefore in danger of not
graduating with his peers, many suffer emotional trauma” (p.4).
This may cause the impetus for this student to drop out of high
school, (p.5) Serow (1983) reported that minimum competency
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test failers do indeed have disproportionally high dropout rates.
(p.94) A more promising solution would be to identify these
students as early as possible, and take steps toward remediation.
(Bostic, 1987, p.6) Ohio educators Robinson and Wronkovich
(1993) have found, however, that there is “difficulty in convincing
high school students and parents to spend extra time for
intervention” (p.31). Remedial sessions have been effective for
those who attend, but attendance has not been favorable. “The
image of the school system and the performance of its students
are affected by the outcome of the tests” (p.31). Proficiency in
basic skills leads to more positive student self-concepts and
attitudes toward school. (McCarthy, 1983, p. 105)
Summary
Chapter II represented an overview of literature concerning
competency testing and the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test. It
provided the conceptual framework necessary for understanding
issues associated with Ohio public school students who are at-risk
of failing the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test. While there is an
abundance of research on the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test,
none of the research has been directed at a recent modification:
students taking the test for the first time at the end of their
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eig h th -g rad e year. The research has ty p ically focused on
sta n d a rd s fo r m inim um com petencies, id en tify in g at-risk
stu d en ts, th e in te rv e n tio n strategies d ev elo p ed to m inim ize
failure rate s, a n d issues o f co n tro v e rsy su ch as te st validity,
stu d e n ts’ co n stitu tio n al rights, an d , socioeconom ic sta tu s a n d te st
perform ance.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

Chapter III provides an overview of research methodology
and procedures, with emphasis on research design and selection of
the population for this study. The study attempted to fill a void in
the research literature by examining the tests’ results of eighthgraders and ninth-graders who took the proficiency test during
the same school year. This anomaly can take place, in each
district, only one time: the school year that the district has made
a decision to administer the proficiency test to eighth-graders. In
all cases, from that time on, the school district will administer the
test, for the initial testing, to eighth-graders. This study
investigated the pass-fail results of 344 eighth and ninth graders.
The essential goal of the inquiry has been to identify the level of
literacy and basic competency necessary to pass the Ohio NinthGrade Proficiency Test.
Research Design
This study employed group comparison research. Two
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groups of students, 174 eighth-graders and 170 ninth-graders
taking the test for the first time, were being compared to
distinguish if there was any significant difference in the
pass/failure rate of their Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test
scores. In this ex post facto design, the groups being compared
have been already been formed by virtue of their academic
progress and can not be manipulated by the researchers.
Test scores were obtained from the superintendents of the
individual schools. The tests results are secured by the guidance
office of individual school systems. The Ohio Ninth-Grade
Proficiency Test scores are a part of the public record, however it
should be noted that individual students names have been kept
confidential.
Ohio revised code section, 3301.0714, established guidelines
for the State Board of Education to implement a statewide
education management information system (also identified as
EMIS). These rules included standards for identifying and
defining types of data, procedures for annually collecting,
compiling and reporting the data to the state board by this
management system. Within this data collected will be found
student participation and performance records that includes
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academic achievement levels assessed by testing of student
proficiency. EMIS requires all public school districts in Ohio to
submit this collection of data to the Ohio Department of Education.
Analyzing the data in this study by using the Chi-square
(X2) method permited the researchers to determine whether the
grade level at which a student takes the Ohio Ninth-Grade
Proficiency Test for the initial time is statistically significant.
In this research there was a limitation. No causal
relationships for why one grade would do better than another can
be determined by this kind of study.
Selection of the Population
The population under study consisted of the eighth and
ninth grade classes of two county schools in west central Ohio
taking the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency test for the first
time. These counties are contiquous and under the open
enrollment policy of Ohio can and do share student enrollment.
The two school systems are parallel in socioeconomic
background. Information supplied by EMIS (1995-1996)
reflects that demographic data (size of enrollment, average
incomes, property value per pupil), fiscal data ( revenue per
pupil/expenditure per pupil and teacher salaries), and staff data
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(number and experience of teachers) are very similar for these
two school systems. The ethnic and racial make-up of the
communities are highly comparable.
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CHAPTER IV
PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA

This chapter presents an analysis of the data gathered
through this study, which was designed to answer the following
questions:
1. Is there a significant increase in the number of students
who pass the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test, the first time
taken, when the test is administered at the eighth-grade level
instead of the ninth-grade level?
2. Should the proficiency test be given earlier than the
ninth-grade?
3. Which test field keeps students from passing the
proficiency test on their initial attempt?
4. Does the attitude toward learning basic skills become a
hindrance?
Question #1
The Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test scores of 344 eighthgraders and ninth graders were compared to determine if there
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was any significant difference in the scores of those who took the
test as eighth graders or ninth graders for the first time. A Chisquare was used to determine if the two groups tested showed
any significant difference in the percentage of students who
passed and the percentage of students who failed.
An analysis of those who passed all four parts on their
initial attempt at the Ohio Ninth Grade Proficiency Test is shown
in table 1. The table indicates the percentage of eighth-graders
compared to the percentage of the ninth-graders who passed all
four areas of the proficiency test.
A null hypothesis would indicate that the variables are
independent. Using the Chi-square method, a probability of
greater than .05 (p>.05) requires that the null hypothesis not be
rejected. The data in table 1shows a probability of .833,
consequently there is no significant difference in the percent of
those who passed and those who failed all four parts in their
initial attempt at the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test.
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T able 1

All F our T est A reas

G rade

9

Passed

Total

84

86

170

F requency

24.42

P ercen t
8

Failed

24.42

49.42

90

174

26.16

50.58

84

F requency
P ercent

25.00

168

176

344

48 .8 4

51.16

100.00

Total

Statistics fo r Table 1 o f G rade o f PF
Statistic

DF

Value

C hi-square

1

0 .0 4 4

(X2 (1) = .044, p > .05)

Probability

0.833
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Question #3
Tables 2 ,3 ,4 , and 5 include data concerned with the
individual test areas: reading, writing, math, and citizenship.
Each table contains the frequency of students in eighth-grade and
ninth- grade and the percent rate of pass/fail. The Chi-square
analytical method was used to arrive at all conclusions.
The statistics again reveal that eighth-graders and ninthgraders taking the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test for the first
time do not show any significant difference in their ability to pass
the reading portion of this exit exam. When examining the
percent rates of the two grades scores the results are very similar.
The degree of probability between the two groups of scores was
greater than .05. Similar results occur in math (table 3) and
citizenship (table 4).
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Table 2

Reading

Grade

9

Frequency
P ercent

8

Frequency
P ercent

Total

Failed

Passed

Total

12

158

170

3.49

45.93

49.42

19

155

174

5.52

45.06

50.58

31

313

3 44

9.01

90.99

100.00

Statistics fo r T able 2 o f G rade by PF
Statistic

C hi-square
(X2 (1) = 1.563, p > .0 5 )

DF

V alue

P robability

1

1.563

0.211
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Table 3

M ath

Grade
9

Failed
F requency
P ercen t

8

F requency
P ercen t

T otal

Passed

Total

59

111

170

17.15

32.27

49.42

64

110

174

18.60

31.98

50.58

123

221

344

35.76

6 4 .2 4

100.00

S tatistics fo r Table 3 o f G rade b y PF
Statistic

C hi-square
(X 2(l) = 0.161, p>.05)

DF

1

V alue

0.161

P robability

0.688
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Table 4

Citizenship

G rade

9

F requency
P ercent

8

F requency
P ercent

Failed

P assed

Total

35

135

170

10.17

39.24

49.42

36

138

174

10.47

40.12

50.58

273

344

79.36

100.00

71

T otal

20.64

Statistics fo r T able 4 o f G rade b y PF
Statistic

C hi-square
(X 2(l) = 0.00 1 , p > . 05)

DF

V alue

1

0.001

Probability

0.981
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In th e su b ject a re a o f w ritin g th e resu lts o f th is stu d y rev eal
a significant d ifference in te st scores betw een p a ss/fa il ratin g o f
e ig h th -g rad e rs a n d th e n in th -g ra d e rs. It sh o u ld be n o te d th a t th is
stu d y m akes n o a tte m p t to d e te rm in e a causal relatio n sh ip . In
tab le 5, th e p ro b ab ility is 0.003 th e re fo re it is less th a n th e
acceptable .05 a n d th e d ifferen ce is co n sid ered significant.
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Table 5

W f lag

Failed

P assed

38

132

170

11.05

38.37

49.42

18

156

174

P recen t

5.23

45.35

Total

56

288

Grade

9

Frequency
P ercent

8

F requency

16.28

83.72

Total

50.58

344
100.00

Statistics fo r T able 5 o f G rade b y PF
Statistic

C hi-square
(X 2 (l) = 9.098, < . 05)

DF

V alue

1

9.098

Probability

0.003
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It is possible to determine that some eighth-grade and
ninth-grade students are more successful than others at passing
all four parts of the exit exam. This study remains inconclusive as
to whether eighth-graders do better than ninth-graders on thenfirst attempt taking this exit exam.
Question # 2
This study does not attempt to show cause or a relationship
as to why the students do better at one time or another when
taking the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency. The literary review
predicts a higher rate of success for students if testing and
intervention comes early in the students educational career.
Testing at grade level four and six is intended to be a determiner
for successful eighth or ninth grade test results. This early testing
permits school systems to remediate any problem areas that a
child may have without threat of not passing to another grade
level.
Question #4
The literature review for this study suggests that self
esteem or self-concept is vital to the passing of tests, whether it is
a test over chapters learned or a test as high-risk as a “proficiency
test”. The more one fails at a task the lower the opinion one has
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o f him self. Self-esteem o f th e ch ild can b e salvaged a t th is early
age. T he e a rlie r in te rv e n tio n a n d rem e d iatio n occu rs fo r a stu d e n t
«

th e b e tte r th e in d iv id u al will th in k o f him self a n d th e testing
procedures.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Chapter V provides a summary of the study and explains its
purposes, methodology, and findings. It also presents conclusions
based on the data analysis, reflections on the study, and
recommendations for further research.
Summary
This research project identifies issues surrounding minimum
competency testing, the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test, and
strategies used to remediate basic skills. It focuses on what is
being done to provide for early identification of students who are
at-risk of failing the test and considers reasons for administering
the test earlier than ninth-grade.
This study may help school districts, that presently do not
permit eighth-graders to take the proficiency test, to examine the
options concerning the proficiency testing program. The
importance of pre testing and post remediation cannot be
disregarded.
The study yields data that fill a gap in the Ohio proficiency
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testing program literature on the topics of eighth-grade
competencies, self-concepts of middle level students, and
intervention strategies that provide for at-risk students. The Ohio
State Department of Education Standards, various intervention
plans, and issues concerning minimum competency testing were
identified through a review of educational research and polemic
literature.
The population studied were eighth-graders and ninthgraders taking the test for the first time. These students attend
two school districts in neighboring counties. The test results used
in this study were obtained during the school years that the
districts had made a decision to administer the proficiency test to
eighth-graders for the first time.
Findings related to the Research Questions
1. Is there a significant increase in the number of students
who pass the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test, the first time
taken, when the test is administered at the eighth-grade level
instead of the ninth-grade level?
The passing rates among eighth-graders are not
significantly higher than the passing rates among ninth-graders
taking the same tests. The results indicate that there is no
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advantage to taking the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Tests at an
earlier point in a student’s educational career than at the high
school level.
2. Should the proficiency test be given earlier than the
ninth-grade?
According to the literary review, a higher rate of success
is predicted if testing and intervention come early in the student’s
educational career.
3. Which test field keeps students from passing the
proficiency test on the initial attempt?
It is possible to determine that students are more
successful in some fields than others.
4. Does the attitude toward learning basic skills
become a hindrance?
According to the review of literature, attitudes toward
learning and self-concepts are important to academic achievement
and self-esteem.
Reflections on the Findings
A review of the literature reveals that early identification of
at-risk students is the key to effective competency intervention
programs.
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One wonders: At what point has the education of a child been
sufficient to pass this proficiency test? Where is the line to be
drawn for reaching minimum competency and at what age is
intervention most productive? Research studies show that
intervention may be too late at the eleventh grade. Is the ninthgrade proficiency test more often passed by students at the end of
their eighth-grade year? Since it is a “high-risk” test, perhaps
students will view the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test with
more significance than they viewed the earlier standardized tests?
Recommendations
Further research is needed to establish which grade level
possesses the basic skills essential for passing Ohio Ninth-Grade
Proficiency Test. It would be useful to carry out additional
investigations using a larger population of students. The results of
this study serve to inform education decision-makers of eighthgrade readiness for taking Ohio’s exit exam. While the results of
the statistical information lead to inconclusive answers, the
implications of early identification of at-risk students are crucial
to providing more students with the necessary basic skills and
knowledge so that the Ohio Ninth-Grade Proficiency Test can be
passed before students enter high school.
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Strategies can be b u ilt fro m stu d y in g th e resu lts o f proficiency
testing, identifying w hich te st a re a s a re m o st o ften failed, a n d
developing a stu d y p ro g ra m th a t stre n g th e n s th e deficiencies.
Reliable d a ta k ep t o n th e in te rv e n tio n o f at-risk s tu d e n ts can be
especially useful. E ducators m ay h av e to learn to b e m o re
innovative a t p resen tin g th e c o n te n t o f th e ir disciplines a n d to use
m e th o d s o f rem ed iatio n in ev ery d ay teaching.
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